Petrarch's literary production includes works in both Latin and Italian. In Latin, he wrote several philosophical treatises, collections of letters, invectives and biographies of illustrious historical figures. In Italian, Petrarch composed lyric poetry, which inspired the movement known as "Petrarchism," in which generations of European poets, including Shakespeare, strove to imitate Petrarch's style.
The major medical catastrophe of the fourteenth century, the Black Death of 1348, shook and forever altered Petrarch's consciousness. This outbreak of the bubonic plague wiped out an estimated one-fourth to one-half of the population of Europe, about 75 million people. One of the best descriptions of the havoc wreaked by the epidemic is offered by a close friend of Petrarch, Giovanni Boccaccio, who paints a grim picture of the epidemic in the Introduction to the Decameron, a collection of short stories in Italian. Boccaccio describes the disease with almost clinical precision: "Its earliest symptom, in men and women alike, was the appearance of certain swellings in the groin or the armpit, some of which were egg-shaped whilst others were roughly the size of the common apple [2] ." Later in the course of the epidemic, according to Boccaccio, "many people began to find dark blotches and bruises on their arms, thighs, and other parts of the body, sometimes large and few in number, at other times tiny and closely spaced [3] ."
Compounding the terror inspired by this mysterious disease was, according to Boccaccio, the uselessness of doctors and medicine:
Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and all the power of medicine were profitless and unavailing. Perhaps the nature of the illness was such that it allowed no remedy: or perhaps those people who were treating the illness (whose numbers had increased enormously because the ranks of the qualified were invaded by people, both men and women, who had never received any training in medicine), being ignorant of its causes, were not prescribing the appropriate cure [4] .
The major difficulty in treating the disease, as Boccaccio notes here, was the inability of doctors to determine the exact cause of the disease. In fact, Boccaccio reports that the two prevailing theories explaining the epidemic were not medical but astrological and moral: "Some say that it descended upon the human race through the influence of the heavenly bodies, others that it was a punishment signifying God's righteous anger at our iniquitous way of life [5] ." Unable to determine that the disease was caused by a bacterium which fleas transmitted from rodents to human beings, fourteenth century doctors themselves reverted to astrological explanations of the disease. On the authority of such treatises as the Astronomia Ypocratis (The Astronomy of Hippocrates), the competent medical practitioner was in fact required to have a basic knowledge of astrology. Partly to enhance their prestige and erudition, doctors would invoke the power of astrology in formulating the prognosis of the patient, just as astrologers would in making predictions about the future. In the process of adopting astrological methods, however, medicine exposed itself to renewed attacks of determinism, a philosophy which was inconsistent with the Christian tenets of free will and Divine Providence.
The Christian quarrel with astrology centers on the heretical premise that the heavens determine worldly events (hence, "determinism"). By asserting that the stars control human actions, astrologers subtly negate the God-given freedom of human beings to choose their own actions. Furthermore, the astrological insistence that the universal laws of Nature stretch from the heavens to the earth denies the possibility of divine or supernatural intervention in the natural realm, such as the miracles of the Incarnation and the Resurrection. Defending free will and the supernatural, Petrarch instead proposes a moral explanation for the plague. According to Petrarch, sin, not a malignant conjunction of the planets, is the cause for the plague.
In the wake of the second onslaught of the disease in 1362, Petrarch Petrarch, however, quickly undergoes a powerful conversion at the mountain top when he opens a copy of Augustine's Confessions and reads the following sentence from the tenth book: "And men go to admire the high mountains, the vast floods of the sea, the huge streams of the rivers, the circumference of the ocean, and the revolutions of the stars -and desert themselves [10] ." At that point, Petrarch of the seven liberal arts (which are rhetoric, grammar, logic, arithmetic, music, geometry and astronomy), while medicine is a lowly sixth of the seven mechanical arts (which are medicine, fabric-making, armament, commerce, agriculture, hunting and theatrics) [13] .
In the third book of the Contra medicum, Petrarch berates his adversary for subordinating rhetoric to medicine and thereby ignoring the hierarchy of body and soul:
If in fact, like the rational soul, unless it has lost reason, commands its own body, and the body serves the soul, so all the arts invented for the soul command those invented for the body; the arts of the body serve those of the soul. It is known that the liberal arts were invented for the soul, as the mechanical arts were for the body [14] .
The arts that treat the soul, in Petrarch's view, are clearly superior to those that treat the body. Petrarch repeatedly scoffs at the base nature of his opponent's profession, calling him a "mechanic" and reminding him of the disgusting bodily fluids he routinely handles and analyzes:
For you wish to speak about all matters, forgetful of your profession, which is contemplating, if you do not know, urine and other things which shame prohibits me from naming; nor are you ashamed of insulting those whose [profession] tends to virtue and the soul [15] .
According to Petrarch, the doctor displays his ignorance and baseness by inverting the order of knowledge, putting medicine above rhetoric. Petrarch indeed asserts blasphemy in the doctor's inversion, calling it an "unprecedented sacrilege." In fact, Petrarch implies that the order of the arts is eternal and not subject to the change of time or fortune: "Fortune will not be able to subordinate rhetoric to medicine: it does not have any dominion outside its own borders [16] . " Petrarch classifies medicine as a mechanical art, hence contradicting the trend of the twelfth century whereby medicine acquires a philosophic legitimacy. With the introduction of the libri naturales of Aristotle into the curricula of university medical schools of the time, medicine receives an intellectual promotion from the humble status of a trade to the prestigious status of a science. Doctors are no longer just healers (medici) but physicians (physici), a term which means "philosopher of nature." Under the influence of medical texts newly translated from Greek and Arabic, physicians trained at Salerno, Bologna, Montpellier, Paris and Padua apply the laws of the natural universe to human beings. By ignoring the spiritual part of the human being, however, natural philosophy subverts theology and challenges the reality of the supernatural. We leave the lying to you; that most grave kind of lie, lying with the most peril and damage for those who believe. If you do not believe me, ask the crowd, who has made a proverb of it, such that they most openly say to a liar: "You lie like a doctor!" [1 8] Since speech is antithetical to their profession, doctors who aim to be eloquent are abandoning their profession for that of the rhetorician. Petrarch's attacks against false doctors, therefore, are really attacks against false rhetoricians, rhetoricians in white coats, soto-speak. In the case of doctors, however, the impostures pose a most serious threat, because the person entrusted with healing the body is actually corrupting the soul.
Despite classifying medicine as a mechanical art, Petrarch is extremely careful to recognize the intrinsic value of medicine. He repeatedly clarifies his position that his dispute is with medical impostures, not with the profession itself. Early in the first book of the Contra medicum, Petrarch emphasizes that his letter to Clement VI did not criticize the whole medical profession but only a few bad doctors. Again, in a letter written six weeks later to Pierre de Rainzeville d'Auvergne, abbot of the Benedictine monastery at StBenigne near Avignon, Petrarch takes pains to reiterate: "My quarrel is not with all doctors, however, but the worst of them: the very title of my letter shows this, for it is addressed to a certain impudent and mad doctor [19] ."
Petrarch's correspondence with a Benedictine abbot at the start of the controversy, both the letter just quoted and another one written two weeks earlier, is significant because it evokes the crucial role of the Benedictine monastery at Montecassino, not far from the medical school of Salerno, in the translation and dissemination of medical texts. Specifically, the prolific medical production of Constantinus Africanus, whose In the preface to Book 1 of the treatise, Petrarch sets out his idea of rhetorical therapy. Here he states that the primary concern of his manual will be mental health. Appropriating medical terminology, Petrarch presents his healing method as the natural extension to the mind of the attention medicine pays to the body: I realize that, as with the human body, so also with a mind suffering from various ills, medication by words will seem ineffective to many. Nevertheless, I cannot ignore the thought that, the diseases of the mind being invisible, their remedies must be invisible also [20] .
By stressing the invisibility of these "diseases" and their remedies, Petrarch identifies an area which is, by definition, beyond the scope of empirical science. Certainly, it must be understood that Petrarch uses the term "disease" to refer to fear, sorrow, anxiety, bereavement, and other such psychological and emotional states that twentieth century medicine might prefer to term "disorder." Yet, just as the indispensable tool of empirical science, the microscope, is inadequate to reveal the physical causes of sorrow or fear, naturalistic medicine is, for Petrarch, powerless to treat the maladies of the mind.
As this short passage shows, Petrarch frankly admits that those with a medical perspective will be skeptical of his diagnosis and treatment. To treat these invisible diseases, Petrarch prescribes the "medicines of words," a form of "logotherapy" that comforts, consoles, and cures the patient. In this context, we should recall Petrarch's letter to Boccaccio discussed earlier, where Petrarch advises Boccaccio that the contemplation of death is the sole remedy for the anxiety provoked by the plague. Likewise, in retrospect, Petrarch's argument in the Contra medicum about the muteness of medicine assumes greater relevance. The De remediis makes explicit what is left implicit in the Contra medicum: namely, the eloquence of the true rhetorician can function as therapeutic speech which heals the maladies of the mind.
Petrarch's emphasis on moral philosophy subverts the tradition of scholastic philosophy and learning of which medicine was a part. In the De remediis in particular, Petrarch makes clear that the arid and abstract art of dialectic must yield to a philosophy of living. In Book 2, chapter 117, entitled "Fear of Dying," Reason addresses Fear's abrupt dismissal of philosophy:
I am, however, surprised by what you say about the philosophers. Don't you learn from sailors about sailing, farmers about farming, warriors about warfare? But you reject the advice of philosophers on how to conduct your life. You call the doctor to heal your body, but you do not go to the philosopher to heal your mind, although philosophers are the doctors of the mind and teachers of the art of living -provided they are true philosophers [21] .
In this passage Petrarch expresses the core of his ethical and moral vision. As the herald of Humanism and the Renaissance, Petrarch ushers in a new age of renewed emphasis on the ars vivendi, the art of living. At the same time, Petrarch conceives of this art as the true expression of philosophy.
Historians and philosophers of the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger and Bruno Nardi among them, have asserted that philosophy was absent in the Renaissance. On the contrary, the Renaissance revived moral philosophy, perhaps not the critical, abstract, logical kind that some think philosophy should be, but philosophy nevertheless. Petrarch plainly sees himself as such a moral philosopher. In addition, the De remediis in general and the just quoted passage in particular suggest that true moral philosophers are "doctors of the mind" as opposed to natural philosophers (physicians) who are doctors of the body. Admiring and aspiring to the healing art, Petrarch thus confers on himself the title of "medicus animorum," doctor of minds. In the De remediis, therefore, Petrarch rehabilitates the medical profession he so thoroughly despises in the Contra medicum.
